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PREFACE. 


J^AVID  BEES,  the  great  Dutch  humori.st , i.s  an  artist  whose  work 
is  too  little  known  outside  the  borders  of  his  own  country.  This 
is,  to  a great  extent,  explained  by  the  fact  that  he  generally  took  as 
a motif  for  his  pictures  some  quotation  from  a well  known  Dutch  poet, 
or  some  allusion  to  Dutch  history,  which  he  thought  would  not  be 
appreciated,  even  if  understood,  in  other  countries. 

BlEvS  at  an  early  age  showed  his  inclination  for  an  artistic  career, 
and  after  having  studied  in  the  Mague  — where  he  was  born  September 
19,  1821  — and  in  Paris,  he  very  soon  obtained  success  with  pictures 
illustrating  scenes  in  the  history  of  painting,  such  as  “ Rui5p:ns  and 
young  Teniers”  (1843),  “Paul  Potter  sketching  in  the  fields”  (1844), 
etc.  Plowever  much  promise  these  works  contained,  the  historical  style 
was  soon  abandoned  for  humoiistic,  gently  satirical  subjects,  which 
immediately  proved  a decided  “hit”  and  which  gave  the  artist  for  more 
than  thirty  years  an  undisputed  place  among  the  principal  masters  of 
the  Dutch  school  of  painting  of  the  last  century.  Ikit  this  pre-eminent 
position  was  not  only  owing  to  the  subjects,  which  always  interested 
and  pleased  the  general  public,  but  in  an  equal  degree  to  the  brilliant 
painting,  finished  without  ever  being  finicking,  with  a carefully  chosen 
harmony  of  colours. 
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Avoiding  the  inartistic  costumes  and  surroundings  of  his  own  time, 
Bles  transplanted  his  scenes  to  the  middle  of  the  eighteenth  century, 
showing  a knowledge  of  men  and  things  of  that  time  of  outward  grace, 
in  which  he  was  rivalled  by  few. 

Xotable  examples  of  the  art  of  David  Bles  are  to  be  found  in  the 
following  public  galleries,  viz.  in  the  Municipal  Museum  at  Amsterdam, 
which  contains  amongst  others  “The  Vacant  Seat”  (1868),  a picture 
which  created  an  immense  sensation;  “Victorious  Holland”  (1876),  a 
scene  in  a coffee-house,  the  principal  group  being  formed  by  chess- 
players. one  of  whom,  a Dutch  burgher,  has  defeated  an  officer  of 
the  invading  French  army;  — in  the  State  Museum  at  Amsterdam, 
“The  Parricides”  (1869),  children  of  an  officer  attacking  him  with  their 
toy  weapons,  whilst  a little  daughter  defends  her  father;  — in  the 
Teyler  Museum  at  Haarlem,  “The  Shabby-Genteel  Family”  (1848),  an 
excellent  early  work,  and  a Musical  Party  (1857);  — in  the  Museum  at 
Dordrecht,  “A  Musical  Party  on  a hot  afternoon  in  the  Country-house 
Batavia”  (1875),  the  host  and  hostess  being  wealthy  half-castes ; a picture 
which  for  its  masterly  technique  and  its  delicate  humour  1 am  inclined 
to  reckon  among  the  very  best  of  my  hither’s  works ; — in  the  Museum 
of  Modern  Art  at  the  Hague,  a larger  replica  of  “ Deep  Mourning  and 
Light  Mourning”  (1878),  an  officer  who  has  a mourning-band  attached  to 
his  arm  by  a pretty  shop-girl , whilst  in  the  back-ground  a poor  widow 
is  lost  in  sad  thoughts. 

Several  of  these  pictures  must  be  reckoned  among  the  master’s 
best  works,  but  the  greater  number  of  his  artistic  productions  are  still 
hidden  \u  private  collections.  And  although  a complete  list  even  of 
the  more  important  pictures,  which  are  not  accessible  to  the  general 
public,  were  beyond  the  scope  of  this  sketchy  introduction,  one  cannot 
write  of  David  Bees  and  omit  all  mention  of  .some  of  his  best  known 
works.  The  picture  which  many  consider  his  chef  (hocuvre  and  which 
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he  himself,  I believe,  preferred,  is  ‘‘The  pretty  nurse  and  the  two 
grandfathers”  (1859),  gentlemen  showing  their  admiration  for 

the  nurse’s  good  looks  in  their  open,  eighteenth-century  way,  for 
which  the  more  enterprising  admirer  is  duly  reproved  by  his  jealous 
spouse.  Other  well  known  compositions  arc  “The  bonds  of  matrimony” 
(1849),  “The  officer’s  widow”  (1850),  who  receives  a visit  of  condo- 
lence from  one  of  her  husband’s  colleagues  whilst  her  children  are 
playing  by  her  side,  unconscious  of  their  great  loss  ; “ The  shoemaker’s 
shop”  (1856),  with  a beau  who  “flirts”  with  the  shopkeeper’s  daughter, 
and  an  elderly  lady  who  seems  afraid  that  her  shoes  won’t  be  small 
and  dainty  enough;  “The  forbidden  novel”  (i860),  for  which  the 
artist  was  given  the  gold  medal  at  the  Paris  salon;  “After  eight  years 
of  waiting”  (1864),  the  young  mother  receives  her  friends  in  the  bed- 
room, the  proud  little  father  strutting  about,  full  of  importance  and 
jokes;  “The  friends  of  the  family”  (1877),  a delicate  hit  at  the  intimacy 
of  some  Roman  Catholic  priests  in  the  houses  of  their  flock,  with  an 
amusing  travesty  of  Eve  tempting  Adam,  who  in  this  instance  smil- 
ingly refuses  the  offered  fruit.  From  the  same  time  dates  “ After  wild 
game  ” and  the  first  beginning  of  “ The  ill-assorted  marriage  ”,  which 
was  only  finished  many  years  later,  differently  composed;  this  picture, 
the  last  of  David  Bles’  larger  gAv/rc-paintings,  was  purchased  by  H.  M. 
the  Queen  of  the  Netherlands. 

Ivvery  gAv/;A’-painter  should  be  able  to  paint  a life-size  portrait,  was 
a maxim  of  David  Bles.  In  1883  he  exhibited  a most  successful 
portrait  of  his  younger  daughter  in  a simple  black  evening-dress  and  in 
1887  he  painted  his  own  portrait,  at  the  invitation  of  the  Italian  govern- 
ment, for  the  celebrated  collection  of  artists’  portraits  in  the  Uffizi 
gallery  at  P'lorence.  Ten  years  later  M.  M.  the  Queen-Mother  com- 
manded the  veteran  artist  to  paint  a portrait  of  H.  M.  Queen 
WiLilELMiNA,  then  in  her  seventeenth  year,  a picture  which  has  not 
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been  publicly  exhibited,  but  which  was  greatly  admired  by  the  privileged 
few  who  were  admitted  to  see  it.  This  was  the  artist’s  last  great  work. 
He  died  on  the  of  September  1899. 

David  1T.es  has  been  called  the  Dutch  Hogarth,  but  even  a super- 
ficial comparison  of  their  works  shows  the  great  difference  between 
the  two  masters.  1T.ES  certainly  does  not  show  such  mighty  sarcasm 
as  we  read  in  the  “ Marriage  a la  Mode  ”,  nor  does  he  give  such  weighty 
lessons  to  the  young  as  are  contained  in  “the  Idle  and  the  Industrious 
Apprentice”,  or  in  “the  Rake’s  Progress”.  But  on  the  other  hand  Bees 
is  more  artistic,  in  the  modern  sense,  than  Hogarth  in  h\s  gcnre- 
pictures,  less  “literary”  and  “ anecdotical  ”,  more  of  a colourist.  Nor  is 
the  title  of  “ the  modern  Jan  Steen  ” a more  fitting  one,  for  as  colour- 
ists the  palm  must  undeniably  be  given  to  the  old  master,  wdiereas 
Bees’  subjects  stand  on  a higher  plane,  that  alcoholic  joviality,  for 
instance,  which  characterizes  so  many  of  Steen’s  pictures,  being 
almost  absent  in  Bees’  work.  C(JRXEELS  Troost,  with  whom  Bees 
has  been  likened,  is  greatly  inferior,  both  in  his  subjects,  which  he 
mostly  derived  from  comic  plays,  and  in  his  technique. 

Wdien  we  look  around  among  the  pictures  of  the  world  for  a poi)i/ 
(fappiii  for  comparison,  and  glance,  not  unnaturally,  in  the  direction 
(){  the  I'rench  gr;/;v’-pai liters  of  the  eighteenth  century,  we  cannot  but 
percei\e  that,  whatexer  charm  the  works  of  many  of  these  possess, 
Da\id  Bees  fully  holds  his  own.  His  creations  are  human  beings 
of  fiesh  and  blood,  with  the  foibles  and  follies,  the  little  strivings, 
the  joys  and  the  grief,  of  e\ery-day  people  around  us.  Which  of 
these  f'rench  masters  is  his  equal  in  this."  Compared  with  Bees’ 
human  comedy  WA'n'lAVU’s  figures  are  elegant  nothings,  gracefully 
})osed  mannerjuins  in  fiowing  draperies;  BoucilER,  P'raGonard, 
Lam  RI:t,  PatixR  c tulti  qinmiti  ajipear  facile  decorators,  devoted  to 
the  portrayal  of  gauloiscrics^  of  love-making  in  its  various  forms. 
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Chardin  alone  arrests  our  attention;  not  only  does  his  workmanship 
show  great  similarity  with  that  of  Davjd  Blks  , but  ev  en  his  subjects 
can  be  compared  with  some  of  my  father’s:  that  same  sweet  note  of 
simple  home-life,  which  charms  every  beholder  of  the  world-famed 
‘‘ l^enedicite  ”,  is  present  in  “ (Baindfather’s  favourite  duet”  and  in 
several  other  works  of  the  modern  master.  Nevertheless,  the  differences 
between  Chardin’s  works  and  those  of  David  Bles  are  evident  and 
many,  not  all  in  favour  of  the  French  painter.  David  ]h.KS,  as  a 
matter  of  fact,  was  inspired  by  the  famous  so-called  small  Dutch 
painters  of  the  seventeenth  century,  but  he  followed  no  master’s  foot- 
steps, he  chose  his  own  way. 

When  the  art-world  in  Holland  was  swamped  by  impressionism, 
David  Bees  stood  firm,  unmoved  by  its  alluring  tenets.  Apart  from  its 
cheapness  and  superficiality,  the  loud  self-advertisement  of  many  of 
these  novatenrs,  and  the  contempt,  which  they  and  their  supporters  in 
the  press  showed  for  the  great  figure-painters  of  a former  generation, 
contributed  not  a little  to  render  the  movement  unsympathetic  to  my 
father,  than  whom  it  were  difiicult  to  find  an  artist  less  inclined  to 
self-praise  and  “ push  ”.  The  result  was  that  his  pictures,  which  but 
rarely  came  into  the  market,  and  which  therefore  the  art-dealers  had 
no  interest  to  uphold,  were  decried  as  mere  stories  in  paint,  and  con- 
temptuously spoken  of  with  diminutives,  if  not  quite  ignored,  by  young 
painters,  who  excelled  in  nothing  so  much  as  in  the  vehemence,  with 
which  they  condemned  the  older  methods,  and  by  art-critics,  who 
could  only  repeat  the  scraps  of  studio-talk,  which  they  had  been 
able  to  gather.  In  the  case  of  David  Bees  at  least  these  disparaging 
criticisms  are  manifestly  unjust,  for  the  most  fanatical  adherent  of 
the  theory,  that  in  painting  the  execution  is  everything  and  the  idea 
nothing  at  all,  will  find  a great  deal  to  admire  in  Bees’  workmanship 
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The  artist  himself  was  fully  convinced  that  the  fashion  would 
change,  that  the  time  would  come  again,  when  a picture  might  be 
considered  a true  work  of  art,  even  though  it  contained  some  subject, 
other  than  a portrayal  of  the  simplicity  or  the  miseries  of  the  poor. 
Invents  already  seem  to  prove  the  truth  of  his  belief,  and  signs  are  not 
wanting  that  the  work  of  David  IT.ES  will  ultimately  be  restored  to 
the  high  place  in  Dutch  art  which  is  its  due.  Like  the  Soldanclla , 
unaided  by  external  influences,  merely  through  its  own  warmth  and 
life,  this  flower  is  gradually  breaking  forth  through  the  snow  and 
ice  of  ignorance  and  cant. 

ddie  sketches  and  studies  which  have  been  reproduced  ")  in  this 
little  book,  cannot  claim  to  be  the  best  drawings  of  the  master;  he  often 
gave  his  sketches  away,  to  friends,  to  ladies  for  charity-bazaars,  to  every 
one  practically  who  applied  for  a small  contribution  to  some  work  of  social 
good.  And  naturally  he  gave  away  the  best.  Nevertheless,  among  the 
sketches  and  studies,  which  were  found  after  his  death,  there  are  several 
which  are  characteristic  enough  of  his  work  to  be  worth  being  repro- 
duced and  published.  They  at  any  rate  give  some  idea  of  the  way 
in  which  Hlks  set  to  work,  of  the  care  and  thought  he  bestowed  on 
his  coni])ositions,  and  of  his  powers  of  expressing  the  various  character- 
istics of  his  manifold  creations. 

A.  K.  B. 

*;  'Die  reproductions  are  almost  witlioiit  exce])tion  on  a reduced  scale. 


group  of  artists  in  the  Cafe  ‘•'•Belvedere''  (1844),  (pencil). 
On  the  extreme  left  a portrait  of  David  Bles  himself. 
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Sketch  for  ""The  Bonds  of  Matrimony”  ("1849),  ("pencil  and  pen  and  ink). 
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Studie  for  the  portrait  group  of  Baron  van  Brienen  and  his  family  (})encil). 
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Water-colour  sketch  (1852). 
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Water-colour  sketch  (1852). 
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^^"ater-colollr  portrait  sketch  of  the  artist's  wife  (^1853). 
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First  sketch  (chalk)  for  --The  Parricides”  in  the  State  Museum  at  Amsterdam  11853). 
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Pencil  study  for  the  same  picture. 
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Sketch  in  water-colour  and  pastels  for  "*d1ie  Knthiisiastic  Flute-player''  (1855). 
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Water-colour  sketcli  for  the  same  picture  (185 


^ -I- 

s ' p 


■’  / 


X 


t ' I a 


Water-colour  sketch  for  ""Mozart,  six  years  of  age,  composing  his  first  sonata" 
12  (the  picture  was  not  painted)  (1857). 
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Chalk  and  pencil  study. 
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Pencil  and  pen  and  ink  study. 
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Pencil  sketch. 
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First  sketch  (pencil)  for  "After  eight  years  of  waiting"'  (i.  e.  for  the  baby)  (18641. 
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Crayon  stiuly  for  ' I'lie  Imyiisitive  Sister 
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Crayon  study  for  ^‘Deep  Mourning  and  Light  Mourning”  (1896). 
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Pencil  study  for  the  same  picttire. 
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Crayon  studies  for  tlie  same  picture. 
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Water-colour  study  for  a picture  painted  in  1870. 
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Water-colour  sketch  for  "*'nre  Musical  Party  on  a hot  afternoon”  in  the  Museum  at  Dordrecht  11874'. 
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Crayon  study  for  the  same  picture  (1874). 
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Crayon  sketch  for  the  same  picture. 
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Crayon  study  for  the  same  picture  (1873). 
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Crayon  study  for  the  same  picture. 
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Pencil  study  for  the  same  picture  (1874). 
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Crayon  study  for  "‘Victorious  Holland”  in  the  Munici})al  Vluseum 
at  Amsterdam  (1876). 
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Pencil  study  for  the  same  picture  (1876). 
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First  sketch  (pencil  and  pen  and  ink)  for 
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Chalk  studies  for  the  same  picture  (1878). 
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Chalk  study  for  the  same  i)icture  (1878). 
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Crayon  and  pencil  study  (iS/qs 
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Pencil  study  (1880), 
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Crayon  study  (1881  ). 
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Pencil  study  for  "“The  ill-assorted  Mariage’y  in  the  possession  of  JL  M.  te  Queen  of  the  Netherlands  (1877). 
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Pencil  studies  for  the  same  picture  (1882 
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I’encil  study  for  the  same  picture. 
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Crayon  study  for  the  same  })icture  (i8q2), 
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Crayon  study  for  the  same  picture  (1892). 
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Crayon  study  for  the  same  })ictiire  (i8c)2) 
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Crayon  study  for  ^"The  Widow’s  Visitor”  (1881). 
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]''irst  sketch  Cpastels)  for  "^Winter”  (1884), 
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Study  in  oils  for  ^*‘S]U'ing”  (1885). 
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Crdyon  study  tor  the  drinking  scene,  an  illustration  of  the  novel 
Ferdinand  I luyck  “ ( 1 8go  ). 
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Crayon  study  for  the  hero  of  the  novel  -"Ferdinand  lluyck”  (1890;. 
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